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Witnessing history at a key
UN climate conference in Paris
In the seminar, students
researched the underlying
issues of global climate change
and studied the international
law that undergirds UN
treaties. Each also chose an area
to focus on, such as marketbased solutions to carbon
emissions, or compensating
the victims of climate change,
and wrote a paper on the topic.
“These students sat in on and
were part of international treaty
negotiations. It’s firsthand
At left, UB Law student Alyssa Erazo ’17 reads the WNY
Climate Justice Pledge to Michael Brune, executive director of experience in international law,”
Owley says.“There’s a lot of
the Sierra Club, with Collin Duane standing by.
science behind climate change,
but there’s a lot of law, too. Law is
h, Paris. The boutiques of the what will help people fight this problem.
Left Bank. Café au lait along
So the students got well versed in the legal
the Seine. The promechanisms that are involved.”
tracted negotiation over the
As a side project, the students carried
meaning of “reduce” on Page 72, Line 47, to Paris with them a long scroll bearing
of a global climate change agreement.
thousands of names from Western New
For six UB Law students late last year, it York – people who had signed a pledge
was the intricacies of international treaty
that if a climate justice treaty were reached,
negotiations that were the biggest dethey would press for its ratification in the
lights of the City of Lights. As particiUnited States. They presented the scroll,
pants in Professor Jessica Owley’s
an initiative of the local Sierra Club, to
Climate Change Law and Policy semSierra Club President Michael Brune just
inar, they were witnesses to history.
before he was to meet with Secretary of
The two-week treaty negotiations
State John Kerry.
under the UN Framework ConvenThat handoff, Owley says, became a
tion on Climate Change produced an
gesture of participation: “They could feel
accord known as the Paris Agreelike they’re part of something bigger and
ment, which – pending signature,
they’re involved. These students were
ratification and implementation by
representing Western New York. They
many of the 196 countries involved –
weren’t only there sitting and listening,
will significantly reduce emissions of
they were bringing their own message.”
atmosphere-warming greenhouse
“I had never been exposed to
gases.
lawmaking like that on an
It wasn’t easy to get in, Owley
international scale,” says one seminar
says – accredited observer badges
participant, third-year student
are hard to come by. The students
Andrea DiNatale. “It was like I was
ended up with credentials
seeing the backstory of a law that
associated with Islands First,
people will read about in casebooks
a nongovernmental organization
in the future.”
that advocates for the small island
She said she was particularly
nations most at risk from rising
interested in discussions about
sea levels. (Owley hopes to have
how the treaty could be ratified
SUNY accreditation for the next
by the U.S. Congress.“There
iteration of the UN conference,
were policymakers and memin November in Morocco.)
bers of President Obama’s

A

Cabinet, the EPA administrator, and they
were all talking about how they were going
to implement U.S. laws on climate change.
What I found really interesting were
discussions about the Clean Water Act and
the Clean Air Act, and how those play into
the climate change agreement, and the
political battles they faced.”
DiNatale also learned a lot at the side
events – smaller presentations by
countries and organizations on various
topics. It helped her to research her
seminar paper on how restoring
mangrove forests can help countries build
natural seawalls to protect the land from
storms and rising sea levels.
That was also the case for second-year
student Alyssa
Erazo, whose
“These students sat in on and
specific interest was
were part of
in how indigenous
groups are affected
international treaty
by climate change.
She learned a lot in
negotiations. It’s
presentations by the
firsthand experience
International
Indigenous Peoples’ in international law.”
Forum on Climate
– Professor Jessica Owley
Change, which
represents the
interests of indigenous people in the
negotiations.
“Even though indigenous groups are
affected more than most by climate
change, they were not allowed into the
talks to negotiate with other countries,”
Erazo says.“I mostly experienced people
from Ecuador and heard about their battle
with oil companies searching for oil on
their land.”
Being at COP21, as the conference is
known,“really gave me some passion for
the issues,” Erazo says.“I learned
everything I could about environmental
law so I could understand what was going
on. We learned about how treaties are put
together, the politics of it. Watching that
whole progression from draft to treaty was
very interesting.”
Oh, she adds, they did do just a tiny bit
of sightseeing. They went to the Eiffel
Tower.
To watch a climate change protest.

